266          THE ECONOMIC LIFE OF THE EMPIRE     [CHAP.

Even the navicularii complained and at times threatened to strike,
as at Arelate in 201 *.

Yet the vicious circle, or rather spiral, could not be broken.
If the propertied class buried their money, or sacrificed two-thirds
of their estate to escape from a magistracy2, or went so far as to
give uptheirwhole property in order to get free of the domains rent3,
and the non-propertied class ran away, the State replied by increas-
ing the pressure. It demanded from the bodies liable (p. 258) that
theyshould produce and identify thosewho had to undertake litur-
gies, and enrolled on occasion (as in Egypt under Probus) the whole
remaining population of the villages for extraordinary manual
labour in helping to maintain the irrigation system4. Moreover, in
view of the steady drop of revenue from taxation, and the decline
in the production and supply of gold and silver, the State resorted
to repeated debasement and increase of the currency in circulation.
The mints worked with feverish activity5. The gold coinage
remained pure, but the coins became smaller and smaller, and in
the end they were only accepted by weight. After 256 the silver
currency of the Empire in its chief denomination, the Antoni-
nianus, lost 75 per cent, and ultimately 98 per cent., of its
silver content; in other words it became silver-washed copper. The
Egyptian provincial currency, which itself was of lower grade than
the Imperial, followed suit though less drastically and rapidly. The
mistrust of the 'new coinage' was general: in 260 the Egyptian
monejr-changers of Oxyrhynchus refused to accept it at its official
valuation6, though the State itself seems to have made its demands
in accordance with the old scale of values (see above, p. 263, note).
In Egyptian contracts the parties preferred to reckon on the basis
of the *old Ptolemaic coinage7/ Prices in Egypt rose after about
280 to from fourteen to twenty times their original level.

In these disturbed and catastrophic decades of the third
century countless people, especially of the bourgeois middle-class,
were ruined and impoverished, and these were precisely the men
wfao had brought into being and maintained the economic pro-

*  WUcfceti, Ghrest* 402 (A.D. 250),
*  P.SX 292 (third century).
*  P. Qxjr. xn, 1409,
* S.HLA, jfurcl. 38, 2 for the number of workers at the mint.
*  P. Qxy. XH* 1411 j it Is uncertain whether the devalued billon Anto-
mniani or the devalued bffion tetradrachm is referred to.   See Mickwitz,
#, &. p. 52-
*  Stud, Pal. xx, 71, ii (A.P. 268-270).